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Identity Through Remembrance
by AXEL C. KILDEGAARD
In 1864, the United States government sent Colonel Kit
Carson on a pillaging, murdering foray through Navaho
country, what is now northern Arizona. Scot O'Dell tells the
story in a charming and moving book for young adults
entitled, Sing Down the Moon, winner of the Hans Christian
Andersen medal for children's books in 1970. The entire
nation of about 10,000 Navahoes were forced to migrate, to
relocate. It was a painful journey marked by much suffering
and death. To this day it is known as the "long walk;" any
child of the Navahoes will tell you the story. Mother or
father told them the story while yet infants. The story
defines them as Navahoes.
The central celebration of the Jewish people is the
Passover - and at the heart of that is the family meal: the
Seder. After the mother has lit the candles, after the Kiddush
or blessing of the wine has been given, the ceremonial foods
are explained and the opening verses are read. The youngest
child then asks the first of four questions: "Why is this night
different from all other nights?" A conversation that all
know follows as the ritual foods and wines are shared. The
years of captivity in Egypt, the escape from Pharaoh, the
years of wandering in the desert and the shaping of a people
under Moses is recalled. Someone may tell the stories of the
pogroms in Russia and the holocaust of Nazi Germany.
Psalms are read and prayers are said and finally the
benediction is shared in a shout of promise and hope: "Next
year in Jerusalem." Celebration and ritual reenactment mark
the event. In the eating and in the remembering, the story of
who the Jewish people have been and are is brought to mind.
In recent years there have been many debates on what
constitutes a Jew. Who is a Jew? The simplest answer that I
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know is: whoever knows this story and identifies with it,
that person is a Jew.
When our children were young, they often asked to hear
the story of their own birth. The first was born after ten
years of no children, a gift to our lives that the doctors had
told us we would never have. Nis, his mother and I were
together for the first time in that hospital room and over the
loudspeakers came a hymn, the reading of a psalm and a
prayer for the new day, the morning devotions at Lutheran
Hospital, Des Moines. The second child, Siri, came in a
hurry with Howard Christensen as surrogate father while I
was out of town, not even delaying her arrival until she got
to the hospital. That is a long story, a much told story. Lise,
our third, came in less dramatic fashion but she did interrupt
our planned attendance at a school fun night. That story has
been given many details in the retelling. And, finally, Arne,
our last miracle, was born on Christmas day, 1959. The
whole tale of how we kept Christmas that year is his story.
Many other stories belong to the Kildegaard household
and they help us to remember and to know who we are as a
family. Most are happy stories, but some are sad. Through
all these remembered stories there comes a naming and a
bonding; we know who we are, and we know to whom we
belong.
All of this is analogous to the rites belonging to the
beginning of life as this is perceived and practiced in the
Christian faith. There is celebration and ritual reenactment
in both sacraments of Baptism and the Eucharist. In Baptism
the individual is identified with the story: the birth, death,
and resurrection of the Christ. The person is grafted into the
body; a bonding and a belonging is asserted. In that context
the person is named, an identity is given. In the words of
Jesse Jackson, we are "somebody."
So we think of the perennial stories that identify our
nation and our people as American. Last April you may
have watched the story of George Washington, a television
mini-series. The climax of that story dealt with Washington's
difficult and tenuous leadership through those long and
suffering years of the revolution. At the close of that
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struggle, we were given a view of the officers of the army,
recent victors, cruelly neglected by the Continental
Congress. They were depicted on the verge of marching on
Philadelphia to effect a military takeover of the new nation.
Washington turns the situation around. History? Yes, but
more. The impression and the message of the retelling of the
story was very contemporary. This is who we are and the
democracy which we claim as our story and our heritage is
as fragile and as tenuous and as current as the conflict
between the self seeking impulses and the vision in our own
lives and times.
Not all American stories are noble. Concurrent with the
George Washington story, another television series reviewed
through an interview with Richard Nixon, the events of
Watergate seen 10 years later. Watergate, hot on the heels of
Viet Nam ... another story which helped shape who we are
as a people today. These are stories that we explore and will
continue to explore to get a better sense of the dark side of
our own identity. Our history and our self understanding is
given to us in our stories. The dark stories with a minimum
of mythologizing are essential to us. Read the works of Bruce
Catton or Carl Sandburg to learn the legacy of the Civil
War. Read The Big Sky or other stories by A. B. Guthrie
who wrote about the West; we each have our favorite
authors. And depending upon who those authors are we
each have some sense of our identity. Story tellers pick and
choose. Our stories will differ and so will our sense of who
we are; so also will our politics and our view of the future.
One of the primary purposes, as I understand it,
perhaps the central purpose of this annual gathering of the
Pacific Northwest Danish Cultural Conference, is to
remember the story, our story, and through that to get a
firmer grasp on our own identity. To be more exact: what
does it mean to be an American of Danish extraction today?
Each one of us will have a slightly different answer to that
question because each one of us will have a different
selection of stories and a different interpretation of those
stories from which to draw our conclusions.
Authorities
calculate that about 300,000 Danes
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migrated to America between the years 1870 and 1910.
Before that a trickle of immigrants came and after that only a
few continued to come. The major corpus of what I would
call the Danish American heritage took shape during those
four decades. That statement itself constitutes, of course, an
interpretation which relies upon those stories which are
important in my own remembrance and understanding. The
question is not just what happened to those immigrants and
their descendants, individually and collectively, as they
forged out their new networks, their new definition, in a new
country. The question is a process of selectivity. Which of
those stories did they and we choose to remember and how
do we choose to interpret these?
The daily newspaper which I happen to read at home
modestly calls itself the World's Greatest Newspaper
(WGN!). You will remember it as the newspaper that ran the
banner headline in 1948 that Tom Dewey was elected
president. Sometimes I read another paper from another
great city that has a motto: "All the news that is fit to print."
That is, of course a blatant falsehood on two counts. Lots of
fit news never does reach print and all that does appear is
obviously not fit. We all tend to be revisionists both in what
we remember and what we choose to forget. We have
historians who research, who pick up and explore stories
from our past which have been relegated to obscurity but
which for one reason or another we need to lift up and
examine. Who is to decide what is "fit" and what is not?
Even in this group, I would expect that considerable
diversity exists. An interesting exercise would be to list those
stories from our past which we each consider to be important
(fit) to our identity - and to compare those lists.
Hansen, Jensen, or others with similar surnames living
in Provo or Salt Lake City, Utah, would have quite a
different description of the Danish American heritage than
the one that I would recognize. Their definition or criteria of
what might be considered "fit" to record and remember
would not correspond to that out of which my identity is
drawn. The remembrance of the large number of Mormons
of Danish descent does not focus on the hymns of Grundtvig
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or the Folk School movement and H0jskole-Sangbogen, or
upon the celebration of life and humanity in the spoken
word and the folk arts. I am not sure what their
remembrance might be but I suspect that a significant part
would be from a more deprived and barren spiritual or
cultural climate and from times of economic hardship and
depression in late 19th century Denmark. That kind of
impoverishment set the stage for other stories, out of which
many were attracted to the promised land of the prophet
Brigham Young. Other stories, another pilgrimage another identity.
One of the books that I have enjoyed reading during the
past year is Isak Dinesen, the biography of Karen Blixen.
That book is written out of still another context than that of
the Denmark recalled in Salt Lake City or that which is
remembered in the stories with which I am the most familiar.
But there are points of contact with people and places and
events which make the story all the more fascinating for me.
When Fylla and I spent a year in Denmark some twenty
years ago, we made some contacts with literary circles and
were exposed to some of the contemporary literature. That
part of our stay in Denmark formed a scattered and disconnected chapter. Intellectually, I had some vague
knowledge of Georg Brandes and the furor that he caused in
Danish letters and culture in the last quarter of the 19th
century. Again, this was not the milieu out of which my own
identity had taken shape. But at the same time, there were
forces and shapes and feelings which had touched people
that I had known, and when I read Thurmond' s book about
the life and work of Isak Dinesen, there were "ahas" for me
and things began to come together. In a somewhat oblique
fashion, those stories did have something to say to me concerning the land and people out of which my own identity
had come. If nothing else, the same language which had been
hospitable to the dreams and aspirations alive in the songs of
my childhood had also given home to their creativity ... and
language is no small bond when identity is spoken of.
The phrase, Danish American heritage, is broad broader than my personal history and the stories which have
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been formative for me. My primal images center about
country or small town churches with nearby parsonages and
a meeting house or "forsamlingshus." The furnishings were
simple but definitive: stall bars along the walls, a piano and a
bookcase alongside stacked with song books of two or three
different kinds, a stage and a speaker's podium, and, finally
a stack of folding wooden chairs along the back wall to be
pulled out and set up as the need presented itself.
The furnishings told the story, at least in part: the
gymnastics, the singing, the folk dances and round games,
the occasional amateur theatrics (usually Elverh0j or about
someone who had been lost for a long time who finally came
home for Christmas) and the frequent, endless lectures. The
lectures I have forgotten and yet it is these that I remember,
that give substance to the story. It was usually a visiting
honorary who spoke, someone from Denmark, or from Des
Moines, or another preacher. His subject was never
provincial. It was historical in the broad sweep as it referred
to the world, to the mythology of the North, to the gift and
miracle of Dannebrog, to the patriarchs of the Israelites, to
the destinies of the American nation, to the need for the
preservation of our language, and the relationships between
these and other cosmic themes. I am not sure what was said,
my main recollection is falling asleep supported by the ample
arms of my mother.
The "forsamlinghus" was used in other ways besides
being the locale of our very own chantanqua. For several
weeks every summer those of us who were young and who
belonged to this place went to school there. We studied the
stories of the great heroes of the Old Testament, we studied
the Danish primer and learned to read that language which
came so naturally at home, and we heard the stories of Norse
mythology of Odin and the hammer of Thor and that rascal
Loki. Somehow, deep in my psyche, Loki gets linked up with
Luther's catechism and his evil reminds me of my own sinfulness. We sang and we learned the dances. We were a world
quite complete unto ourselves. Outside were all the others:
Roman Catholics, and blacks (yes, there were such in Cedar
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Falls) and others of other marks and persuasions. Our world
was at the same time narrow and broad.
Let us return to the newspapers that I referred to earlier
- both the Tribune which calls itself the World's Greatest
and the Times which prints all that is fit to print. Both are in
the business of telling the stories of the day so that the
readers may know and through knowing understand the day
in which they live. But as we know very well the papers
themselves are selective; and each has a point of view, a bias
in that selection. If the readers are really to understand their
day, they must gather their data from more than one source,
even from sources which are unfamiliar and which themselves have made choices or selections not in line with the
reader's point of view.
I doubt that any of us have the time or are that
intentional about seeking the meaning of each day that we
would do that kind of newspaper research. But perhaps in a
broader sense, if we seek the meaning, the understanding of
our lives by knowing where we have come from, this does
suggest an inquisitiveness
and an openness to the
remembrance and exploration of all our varied stories. As
Danish Americans, there are stories that we hold in
common; there are other stories which are uniquely yours as
there are some that are only mine.
In my understanding, there are at least five major
strands or threads in the formation of the Danish American
heritage:
1) The Grundtvigian of Folk School tradition.
-In this country, this centered at such places as Grand
View College, Nysted, Solvang, Tyler, Ashland, and West
Denmark.
2) The "Inner Mission" or those of Vilhelm Beck's
awakening.
-This strand had more in common with traditional
pietistic Lutheranism.
-They
are identified as the "Forenede" or United
Danish Lutherans and their center was at Dana College,
Blair, Nebraska.
3) The Mormons
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-They formed some of the largest Danish colonies,
consider Provo and Salt Lake City.
4) The non-churched (we called them the "free thinkers," a
name of which I have always been envious).
-This was part of the humanist-secular movement; we
might consider them children of the Georg Brandes
contribution.
5) None of the above.
-These were the non-aligned who formed their own
network; who revered King and culture. The Danish
Brotherhood/Sisterhood,
and other lodges typified this,
which is not to say that many from the other four groups did
not become part of this network.
To the above mix, one has to add what has happened to
all these folk in the century and a half that the Danish
American heritage has been in the process of formation in
this country. We can list just a few of these:
-their own religious/ church controversies.
-the formation of isolated religious/ cultural communities.
-the drought years of Nebraska; the depressions.
-the trek Westward.
The list is drawn from my own awareness; I am sure there
were definitive events in the lives of the Danish Mormons,
for example, of which I have never heard.
Our points of intersection can also give credibility to
those stories that describe separate roots. Your story can
illuminate mine; your story perhaps reminds me of forgotten
events or gives perspective and depth to those events that are
remembered. That speaks to the growth and the excitement
that comes from sharing our stories with one another. The
particular life and cultus that lived in the circles of the
Danish lodges were not of significance in my own family and
background. We knew, of course, of that strand, but the
church had traditionally looked askance at secret societies,
especially as far as the clergy is concerned. But the
congregation that I served for six years early in my ministry
was largely composed of people active in these lodges. I was
naturally included in their social events and knew these as an
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authentic part and expression of the Danish American
heritage. I also became more clearly aware of that which
defined my own life.
It seems to me that we could describe analogies to this in
various areas of our lives. If I were to describe my own faith,
my own religious identity or convictions, I would begin with
those specifics of my own personhood and the realities from
which I have drawn my own life. But then I would go further
to describe in ever larger concentric circles the families of
faith to which I feel that I belong. Often, usually, when life
thrusts us into a larger circle and we affirm that movement,
there are really two things that are going on. We become
aware of a new network, a new and expanded family with
new riches and belongingness. But we also become more
sharply aware of who we are and where we have been. That
happened to me years ago when I became a graduate student
at Yale Divinity. My prior theological studies had been
within the rather limited confines of Grand View Theological
Seminary. This was a new and liberating context. But I also
became more keenly aware of the central realities of my own
personal identity. In the ecumenical setting of New Haven, I
discovered why I was a Lutheran. Later when our church
became part of the Lutheran Church in America, many of us
were driven into a deeper awareness and understanding of
the heritage and background of our particular branch of
Lutheranism. When we forget or neglect our stories, we are
homogenized, but in our remembrance our identities are
profiled. For the 25 years we have lived in Chicago, this has
been going on. For ten of those years, Johannes Knudsen was
a part of and a companion in that process. But for the past
fifteen, we have been the "Danes" on campus. Part of that
role has of course been in jest, but another part has been the
responsibility and at times demand upon me to pursue and
articulate my story as others share their particular stories so
that the common life of all of us is enriched.
Knowing one's own particularity becomes the key or
entrance into the universal. The remembrance of our own
stories opens us up to an awareness of the brotherhood that
we share with others. If we try to describe the Danish
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American experience of the past century and more as a
single, monolithic structure, we will be forced to make all
sorts of value
judgments.
This experience,
this
rememberance qualifies, but that one does not. How many
people will this description satisfy and who will be offended
by this story? A consequence of such efforts would perforce
be a innocuous and tasteless soup which none of us could
affirm. But out of our anthologies, our respective collections
of stories, something far more exciting comes.
I have a particular name, as do you. Those names themselves have histories that set them aside as special. But
together we possess a common language and that allows us
to exchange remembrances. As our language has itself a
history, it gives us a shared identity, and in the discovery of
that we find our homes with others. In this case we are
pursuing that possibility within the Danish American
heritage. Nor may this ever be described as an end in itself. It
is rather a goal named in order that it may also be told and
shared with others. The others have other roots, other ethnic
backgrounds who also remember as we do, seek a more
complete grasp of their own identities. And the goal which
they have in common with us is a fuller realization of our
own humanity.
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